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A series of letters written from Australia by the 
naturalist and collector John Gilbert, to his 
employer John Gould in London, was recently dis¬ 
covered in Liverpool City Libraries and has since 
been edited for publication (Fisher 1985). One of 
these is a copy by the thirteenth Earl of Derby of a 
letter from Gilbert to Gould dated 8 June 1844, 
written from the Darling Downs (then part of New 
South Wales but now in Queensland). The letter 
mainly consists of the description of a new parrot 
discovered by Gilbert in the Darling Downs, which 
he hoped might be named after him; a commentary 
that was later used verbatim in the type description 
of Platycercus pulcherrimus Gould, 1845. This 
species, now named Psephotus pulcherrimus 
(Gould), is the Paradise or Ant Hill Parrot, which 
has not been seen alive since 1927 but may still 
exist in remote parts of Queensland (Forshaw and 
Cooper 1981). 



Lateral views of a paratype, Psephotus pulcherrimus , D 
789a on left, and, the specimen from Oakey Creek, D 789b 
on right. 


The existence of this letter has been known since A. H. 
Chisholm discovered the draft of Gould’s answer to 
Gilbert amongst papers retrieved from Gould’s descen¬ 
dants in 1938, all of which are now in the Mitchell Library, 
Sydney (Chisholm, 1940 and 1945). However, the original 
of Gilbert’s letter, which Lord Derby presumably returned 
to Gould, has never been found. In his reply to Gilbert, 
dated 20 December 1844, Gould wrote: 

“1 am especially delighted about the new Platycercus 
... As 1 have recently named a Pachycephala Gilberti, 

I cannot with propriety add your name to this new 
kind”. 

Gould (1845) observed that “Mr Gilbert has lately sent 
me the description of a new Platycercus ... which he states 
far surpasses in beauty every other species . . ”, which 
clearly indicates that Gould had not, at that time, seen a 
specimen himself but relied totally on Gilbert’s account 
for the preparation of his type description. Only speci¬ 
mens collected before 8 June 1844 can therefore be 
considered to have type status and there must be some 
doubt about the undated example from New South Wales 
in the Academy of Natural Sciences, Philadelphia. This 
was selected as the holotype by Witmer Stone (1912) 
and Meyer de Schauensee (1957) because its measure¬ 
ments correspond with those given by Gould in the type 
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Ventral view of a paratype of Psephotus pulcherrimus, D 789a. 

description. Meyer de Schauensee was certainly wrong to 
suggest that Gilbert discovered this parrot at Kent’s 
Lagoon as he did not visit this locality until three months 
later. Clearly excluded from type status is one of the two 
Gilbet specimens present in the collections of Merseyside 
County Museums, a young male collected at Oakey Creek 
on 13 July 1844. 

The second Liverpool specimen (Fig. 1) is a male 
collected at the Condamine River, Darling Downs on 17 
May 1844, three weeks before Gilbert wrote the letter. It is 
clearly a paratype and this specimen alone pin-points the 
type locality, which the Philadelphia specimen does not. It 
is a study skin repaired in 1978 by G. Y. Mclnnes, whose 
treatment included the insertion of a dowling rod for 
support and enclosure of the original labels in plastic 
sheaths. These labels read as follows: 

a) Male. May 17 1884. Condamine River, Darling Downs, New 
South Wales, and reverse Irides Dark Brown. (Original Gilbert 
label). 

b) Psephotus pulcherrimus male, and reverse No. 23. 

c) J. Gould. July 1845. Length W/i in. Extent 15 inches. 

d) 789a. (Accession number given by Lord Derby’s assistant, 
Louis Fraser, about 1848-1850). 


The specimen has no lower mandible and the feathers on 
the abdomen are in poor condition. The dimensions are: 


mm inches 

Culmen (from feathers, tip broken) 14 X A 

Wing (left) 129 5 

Tarsus 15 5 /e 

Tail 162 6% 


Gilbert’s measurements of the culmen (bill) was trans¬ 
cribed incorrectly by Lord Derby as 1 l /z inches but Gould 
records this as Vz inch in the type description, which he 
would presumably have written with reference to the orig¬ 
inal letter. The other measurements of specimen D 789a 
agree with those taken by Gilbert, apart from that of the 
tail. The foremost reason Witmer Stone chose the 
Philadelphia specimen No. 22915 as the holotype was 
that it had an exceptionally long tail, equalling the l^/i 
inches (191 mm) recorded by Gilbert and repeated in the 
type description. Most other specimens in museum 
collections have tail measurements closer to those of D 
789a (Meyer de Schauensee 1957). 

Gilbert had obviously obtained more than one bird even 
before he wrote to Gould, as he mentions “all the speci¬ 
mens I have killed” but it appears that only the one in the 
Liverpool Museum has survived with its collecting labels 
intact. The Philadelphia specimen was possibly one of the 
type series which may have lost its Gilbert label while that 
part of Gould’s collection destined for Philadelphia was 
being remounted by the Verreaux Brothers in Paris in 
1848 (Meyer de Schauensee 1957). 

Gilbert remained in the Darling Downs area until 
October 1844 when he joined Dr Leichhardt’s Overland 
Expedition from Moreton Bay to Port Essington. During 
this expedition Gilbert kept a diary (now in the Mitchell 
Library, Sydney) providing a daily account of the fauna 
and flora he encountered. The collection of a Paradise 
Parrot at Kent’s Lagoon (northern Darling Downs), which 
Meyer de Schauensee (1957) wrongly considered the 
type locality, is noted. Throughout December 1844, as the 
party moved through Expedition Range and up the Comet 
River, Gilbert found this parrot to be fairly abundant. When 
they reached the Mitchell River (over 600 miles north) in 
June 1845, Gilbert recorded that “the new Platycercus I 
saw in great numbers”. Possibly this record was based 
upon a misidentification of the Golden-shouldered Parrot 
(Psephotus chrysopterygius), as suggested by Forshaw 
and Cooper (1981), but this is most unlikely given 
Gilbert’s competence in the field (Vernon 1971; Chisholm 
1945). 

Unfortunately, there are no subsequent records as only 
four days later he was killed by Aborigines who attacked 
the expedition near Dunbar Creek. The specimens he had 
collected on the journey were fortunately retrieved and 
carried, with great difficulty, to Port Essington by the 
remaining members of the expedition and they eventually 
reached John Gould in England. However, the two speci¬ 
mens now in Merseyside County Museums had arrived 
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Dorsal view of paratype, Psephotus pulcherrimus, D 789a. 

much earlier as Gilbert made a point of sending off all the 
material already collected from the Darling Downs before 
joining the Leichhardt Expedition. 
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ZJne you intended in 

ARACHNIDOLOGY? 

HERPETOLOGY? 

On to- fuU U mono diiectly 

SPIDERS? 

AMPHIBIANS & REPTILES? 



Then you might be interested in seeing either or 
both of these topics as new sections of the RZS. 
If enough members are interested the Society 
will proceed with establishment of one or both 
of these sections. Please send your name 
and address to the Secretary (M. L. Augee) and 
indicate your interest. 
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